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 In Pointing Fingers: Examining the Tech Boom’s Effects on San Francisco and Austin, 
Allen surveys the effects that the technology driven economy has had on San Francisco, 
California and Austin, Texas. These effects are analyzed with two foci: increasing housing costs 
and the state of homelessness. After examining the effects the technology boom bas had on San 
Francisco, Allen moves to survey Austin with the same foci: increasing housing costs and the 
sate of homelessness. Ultimately, the thesis seeks to understand the differences between the two 
cities, given that many Austinites fear that their city will become “another San Francisco.”  To 
summarize, Allen finds that because of the city’s significant infrastructure differences, the rate at 
which housing prices increased in San Francisco will not be mirrored in Austin.  However, in 
regard to the second foci, Allen notes that if we fail to continue making strides towards curbing 
or ending homelessness in Austin, we may face the a similar population of homeless in Austin 
due to lack of affordable housing and drug addiction. 
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Part I: My Introduction to Startups, Tech, and San Francisco 
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When I moved to Austin, Texas at the ripe age of eighteen years old to start school at the 
University of Texas at Austin, I almost immediately fell in love with its entrepreneurial spirit 
upon arrival. In 2014, Austin was bubbling over with entrepreneurial activity. The activity was 
not immediately apparent upon arrival—it is not something you see dancing about the streets—
but once I found it, I noticed it around every corner.  Capital Factory, the shared office space for 
startups hidden on the top floor of the Omni hotel, enthralled me on my first tour as I saw people 
hustling and bustling about the space, chugging coffee and typing furiously on their Apple 
laptops.  
Figure 1. Capital Factory Workspace (Austin Python Meetup | Events and Meetups @ Capital 
Factory) 
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Startup logos on the sides of small offices began to stick out to me more than the massive 
logos on the tops of tall buildings. I could not get enough of the dream. The dynamic nature of an 
early stage entrepreneurs’ job fascinated me. One day, she could be coding a prototype for a new 
product, the next she could be conversing with potential customers over coffee.  She switched 
her focus often, flip flopping from right brain to left brain to attack and solve problems from 
multiple perspectives. And she worked hard…so hard, and that level of grit, determination, and 
perseverance excited me.   
During the first six months of my residence in Austin, I stared in awe as the wonderful 
Google and Facebook, brands I knew well and used on a daily basis, set up their first major 
offices in Austin. Their companies’ growth utterly befuddled me, and I could not believe that 
they had achieved such success in less than two decades, growing from small rinky-dink two and 
three person teams into behemoth organizations with offices and users across the globe. My fresh 
eyes loved Austin—its ability to attract these technology giants, its vibrant startup scene, 
beautiful nature, and plentiful outdoor activities. However, slowly but surely, my love of the 
perfect Austin became gradually punctured by the city’s flaws. One by one, the city’s known 
problems pierced holes in my perfect vision of Austin. The drawbacks of the growing city began 
to wear me down, and even though I tried to keep my mental image of Austin a perfect utopia, I 
eventually, I had to stop ignoring these flaws’ existences. I began to heed the shortcomings: Why 
did our city have a massive homeless problem? What was this traffic all about? What was going 
on with these increasing rent prices?  
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The potential magnitude of the issues that plagued Austin did not fully take root in my 
consciousness, however, until I stepped foot in San Francisco for the first time. My tech-loving 
self touched down in SFO ready to see the place where the startup culture had been born. I had 
secured an internship at a well-funded, up and coming startup, and I had booked a shared room 
in a house full of San Francisco hackers and hippies. On the plane, I was giddy with excitement 
and energy to see the headquarters of companies I idolized, from LinkedIn to Twitter to 
Salesforce. 
Upon arrival, I took a taxi into downtown San Francisco. For an afternoon pick me up, I 
waltzed into a coffee shop, and ordered. 
“$8.00, please ma’am.” 
“$8.00?! I only ordered one coffee with some cream.  
“Sorry, ma’am, you’re in San Francisco.” 
Sticker shock was real. Prices were high in San Francisco, and they have only gone up 
since my first coffee there two years ago. I thought my $60,000 salary at a San Francisco startup 
was luxurious for an intern, and by the end of the summer, I knew that $60,000 was barely 
enough salary to have any extra leftover for savings—or fun.  The costs I considered basic in 
Austin like gasoline and covers for bars quickly became out of my price range as I did the math 
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for my summer budget. Any time I went out for drinks with friends, I felt as if I unloaded my 
entire wallet at the chosen water hole, easily spending $50-$100 after paying for a few beers and 
appetizers. Even the local street vendors sold their hot dogs, or “street meat,” for over five 
dollars a pop, which I drunkenly tried to negotiate down to a more reasonable three dollar price 
tag one night after hitting the bars, emboldened by the alcohol. To say the least, the vendor was 
not amused because he “needed to make a living, too.”  
I paid $1,400 every month to share a room in a co-operative, “co-op,” living space in the 
Mission neighborhood of San Francisco. The Mission is an up and coming neighborhood, 
actively undergoing a massive gentrification process.  My portion of the neighborhood, however, 
was not quite there yet on the gentrification front.  For example, we not uncommonly shared 
street corners with prostitutes—who I naively thought were dressed up for a big party to which I 
wasn’t invited the first time I saw them strutting—and the bar across the street, which was 
always filled with only men, never failed to keep its upstairs bedroom light on for those that 
needed a place to fornicate.  And, like any good gentrified area, we also had an overpriced coffee 
shop and Michelin starred restaurant in walking distance.  
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Figure 2. Homeless Encampment in San Francisco (Perez) 
Besides the expense, I quickly came to understand why San Francisco was known for its 
sprawling homeless population. Seemingly, everywhere at any time, the city was filled with 
people experiencing homelessness. Alley ways often served as lots for the homeless version of a 
mobile home: the tarp tent. People who appeared homeless stopped travelers in subways to ask 
for money. No matter where we went in the city, the homeless population lived there, too. Unlike 
the Austin area homeless population, this population felt more ingrained in the city—as 
permanent as street names and statues. It seemed that San Franciscans had trained themselves to 
erase the presence of the homeless in their minds. They had become so numb to its existence, it 
was as if most of the city’s homed residents saw their homeless counterparts as inevitable 
problems not worth solving or paying any attention in favor of saving assuredly wasted energy.  
Additionally, those individuals experiencing homelessness seemed much more aggressive than 
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those in Austin. In Austin, when walking down Trinity past the homeless shelter, I had never 
once been confronted for more than a few bucks, and if I said no, I had no fear I would be 
assaulted by the asker. But in San Francisco, I felt uncomfortable even standing close to a 
homeless encampment, in fear a person, who might suffer from some mental illness, might act 
out in a drug induced rage. I learned my lesson quickly that, in general, this population was much 
different than that of Austin’s because as my friend and I walked across the street one afternoon, 
a homeless man crossing the opposite direction spit in her face and kept walking.  
Getting back on one’s feet and out of homelessness is hard in any city, but in San 
Francisco, it seemed logically impossible. With sky high rent prices and $10.00 sandwiches even 
at 7-Eleven, a homeless person with no stable income could barely spend a day begging to come 
up with enough pennies to rub together to purchase bologna and mustard. The homeless problem 
had become so big, the entire city had desensitized themselves to it, forgetting that homeless 
people in tents were once ‘normal people’ not too unlike themselves. The homeless were San 
Francisco’s invisible neighbors, and the San Franciscans that lived and worked in the city had 
simply tuned them out all together.   
So, my summer in the startup capital turned out to not be all I had anticipated. The city 
ate my money like a faulty vending machine, and I could not escape the constant onslaught of 
mentally unstable people living in tarp tents and alley ways all across the city. I, like many, 
began to blame tech and startups for these rampant problems, and I returned to Austin with a 
new, more more critical eye for the entrepreneurial ecosystem. Were we to blame for our own 
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homeless problem and rising costs in Austin?  As the city grows, would the finger be pointed at 
us for ruining the city I loved calling home?  I couldn’t help but wonder if all of the work my 
colleagues and I did to “change the world” through business was being entirely counteracted by 
the lives we negatively impacted as our industry grew and flooded Austin with highly paid talent.  
Bearing this realization in mind, I decided to take the opportunity to learn as much as I could 
about these social impacts through my thesis project. In the following report, I will examine San 
Francisco’s urban problems of high cost of living and its impact on the homeless population. 
Subsequently, I will compare and contrast San Francisco’s infrastructure and development over 
time to Austin’s infrastructure and  development in order to discover if we are heading for the 
same fate as the startup Mecca. 
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Part II: San Francisco 
Allen !  13
 
I. The History of San Francisco and its Immense Growth  
San Francisco’s rapid growth has known many influencers through out its history, the first of 
which being the Gold Rush.  In late January of 1848, gold surfaced in the city. Shortly after, San 
Francisco became the main port of the Gold Rush.  The previously small, sleepy town saw its 
population grow by a multiple of twenty five in one year, skyrocketing from 1,000 to 25,000 
people.  Historians describe this period of San Francisco’s history as the Wild West because the 
lightning fast growth brought crime to the city and stripped control from city officials 
unequipped to deal with such a massive influx of people.  Additionally, the Gold Rush attracted 
riches-seeking new residents from across the United States, and to fuel these money-hungry 
business leaders, they enticed many immigrants from China to come work in this new gold 
industry.  Today, the effects of Chinese immigration can be seen today in San Francisco’s 
Chinatown, which still thrives presently (History.com Editors).  
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Figure 3. San Francisco’s Portsmouth Square in 1858 (White) 
 
Figure 4. Chinatown in 2013 (Sanchez)  
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A century later, incredible growth happened again the foggy city.  This growth was 
characterized by what was later named the Manhattanization of San Francisco.  The “city 
builders” moved in, and sky scrapers popped up one after the other in the financial district.  
These new sky scrapers towered over the city’s traditional two to three story buildings, and as a 
result of Manhattanization’s stark impact on the city’s look and feel, these "city builders” were 
both actively welcomed and vehemently resisted (Conrad).  Specifically, a man by the name of 
Alvin E. Duskin led the resistance against sky scrapers, and because his efforts to control San 
Francisco’s growth were mostly futile, he has since left the city and now lives in Marin County, 
known for rolling hills and charm. In 1971, Duskin owned a garment business in the city, and he 
felt that as Manhattinzation increased, the city “was being controlled by developers.”  Although 
Duskin and his followers failed to pass their initiatives in legal court, their pressure caused city 
officials to later pass height limits on buildings in residential areas, which height limits still exist 
today. Today, Duskin laments traveling into the city, and he shares the sentiment that many native 
San Franciscans do, characterized in his words: 
“[The city has] lost its livability for people who aren’t devoted just to making money, its 
livability for people who want to do creative things in the arts…It’s over for me. It’s a 
different city.” (Fuller) 
Duskin, like many, found himself frustrated by the growth that rapidly changed his city, and he 
also discovered that he had little control over this inevitable growth (Fuller).  
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Figure 5. San Francisco in 1959 (Breinig) 
!  
Figure 6. San Francisco in 1979 (Breinig) 
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In the 1990s, the dot com bubble took hold of San Francisco, the surrounding Silicon 
Valley, and the entire nation. Markets grew exponentially, and technology began to dominate the 
NASDAQ index, illustrated by its steep increase from 1,000 to more than 5,000 in the late 1990s.  
The commercialization of the internet led to the greatest increase in technology companies, 
startups, and capital growth in venture funds.  Household names like Cisco and Oracle did drive 
some of this growth, but startups truly fed the fire in the stock market surge which began in 
1995. As .com after .com company succeeded, investors began pouring money into these small 
companies with little more than a dream.  After all, they did not want to lose out on another 
winner after the first internet investments had passed them by.  Consequently, valuations of these 
startups skyrocketed, and taking on an immense amount of capital as a founder no longer 
resulted in losing control of the company altogether (Investopedia Staff).  The Bay Area was 
swarming with new companies and flooded with tech workers coming to pursue their own 
version of the American Dream, now dominated by the Internet.  In 1999 alone, there were 457 
IPOs. Twenty-five percent of those initial public offerings increased their stock price by a factor 
of two in their first day on the market. The market was red hot. 
As succinctly put by Brian McCollough of TED, in 1999, “losing money was the mark of 
a successful dot-com” (McCullough).  After all, investors often did not truly care if a company 
had a sustainable business model. Rather, they cared about high volumes of growth, large user or 
sales numbers, and big wins on IPO day so that they could sell and reap their returns. To 
illustrate, in October 1999, the 199 internet stocks tracked by Morgan Stanley came in at a 
market cap of $450 billion. However, these nearly 200 companies had annual sales of $21 
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billion, and collective losses of $6.2 billion. Not being profitable was not a bad thing, even all 
the way up to IPO.  As fittingly put by an investor at the reputable and still operational venture 
capital firm, Benchmark, while examining a pre-IPO investment in Priceline: “We’re in an 
environment where the company doesn’t have to be successful for us to make 
money” (McCullough).  
In 2000, the NASDAQ index hit its highest point of 5,048.62 on March 10th.  At its peak, 
large tech companies like Dell and Cisco put large sell orders on their own stocks, and investors 
followed suit in a panic.  After a blood bath of decline, the market had lost 10% of its value in 
hours.  By the end of the following year, most .com startups had closed their doors and hurting 
venture capitalists retreated as they watched their investments disappear into seemingly thin air.  
Wired.com remembers March 10th, 2000 as “the day the bubble burst” (Long).  By 2001, the 
quantity of IPOs had shrunk to 76, or only 16% of the initial public offerings only two years 
prior. Out of those 76, not a single one doubled in value on the first day of trading (Investopedia 
Staff).  
Allen !  19
 
II. The Steady Increase of the Cost of Living to Today 
With the surge in the market, so came a surge in housing prices.  Between 1990 and 2001, 
the median sale price of a three bedroom rental house nearly doubled according to the City of 
San Francisco’s Rent Board (Cost & Affordability).  
Figure 7. Three Bedroom House Median Sale Price in San Francisco and the Bay Area (Cost & 
Affordability) 
!  
It is important to note here that San Francisco prices consistently beat out Bay Area prices. 
Intuitively, that is unsurprising when considering city-center prices as opposed to suburban 
prices across the country. Moreover, median two-bedroom rent prices experienced a steep 
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incline, increasing by more than a factor of 2 from just over $1,000/month to $2,500/month 
between a shorter span of time, 1995 and 2001.  
Figure 8. Median 2 Bedroom Rent in San Francisco (Cost & Affordability) 
!  
 A common indicator of affordability used by academics compares gross rent paid to the 
overall renter household income, namely the housing cost burden. According to standards, an 
urban area is considered affordable if no more than 30% of the household income is spent on 
gross rent. In 1990, a decade before the peak of the .com bubble, about half of renters’ fell under 
the affordable range as set by the standards aforementioned. Explicitly, about half of renters in 
San Francisco spent less than 30% of their total income on rent. By 2000, the proportion of 
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renters in the affordable range had actually increased.  Although seemingly a good thing, this 
proportion increased due to the rising wages as businesses moved into the city. Housing prices 
reacted to these rising wages with increases (Cost & Affordability). Thus, this metric is more 
reflective of high-wage earners moving into San Francisco, and consequently slowly pushing 
low wages out of the city (Brinklow).  
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III. The San Francisco Housing Market Today 
 Today, the San Francisco housing market is booming. Early 2019 has been marked by 
companies filing and completing their initial public offerings, which leaves real-estate agents in 
the Bay Area licking their lips, ready to sell their biggest properties this year. For example, let us 
look to the story Katherine Clarke tells  in the Wall Street Journal: 
Real-estate agent Jeffrey Hyland and his team recently crawled Forbes’s wealth ranking 
and sifted through tech databases to identify the 50 people most likely to strike it 
megarich from the anticipated public offerings of tech unicorns like Uber, Palantir, 
Pinterest, Slack, Airbnb and Postmates. 
The group then sent each of those 50 people an embossed box jammed full of glossy marketing 
materials for the property they are peddling: a $110 million parcel of land in Tiburon, just north 
of San Francisco. “We’re putting out tentacles,” Mr. Hyland said. “The moment these IPOs take 
off, that’s when we expect to start getting bites” (Clarke). 
 For investors, entrepreneurs, and early employees of the large private companies going 
public in 2019, IPO means the biggest pay day they have had in their lives. After years of hard 
work building a company from the ground up, this IPO is the moment that few entrepreneurs 
experience because only the biggest founders make it to this spot. Additionally, with many IPOs 
occurring in the 12 months of 2019, these offerings will unload millions, if not billions, on the 
San Francisco housing market. Take Lyft, for example. The rideshare company went public in 
late March, and it is estimated that at the time of the IPO, Lyft’s employees, both current and 
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former, held just shy of $1.5 billion in stock. According to the Wall Street Journal, that kind of 
cash could purchase all 623 homes for sale in San Francisco that were available when the 
company went public, with a nice $12 million left over. IPOs like Lyft’s can greatly influence the 
market with new buyers. 
Figure 9. Lyft Going Public (Clarke)
!  
 For sellers, a slew of companies going public means playing a game of timing the market 
just right. If they list too early, they will miss the cash-filled market coming as a result of these 
IPOs, and if they list too late, they may miss the most eager buyers letting their dollars burn 
holes through their pockets. Moreover, timing is not always black and white. For example, when 
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these companies go public, employees may not be able to sell their shares until at least six 
months after the company officially lists. Due to these constraints, Sabrina Lowell of Private 
Ocean warns “People are concerned that all this liquidity is about to flood the marketplace, but 
that might not really happen until 2020” (Clarke.  
However, despite Lowell’s concerns, sellers will sell quickly at high prices as compared 
with the rest of the nation, regardless. As of mid April 2019, Zillow, the leading real estate and 
rental market place, reports the median home value in San Francisco to be $1,365,700. That is 
over 600% higher than the national median home value of $226,300 (Zillow, Inc).  As compared 
to just under eight years ago in San Francisco, this same median home value reported by Zillow 
was at just $656,000 in September 2011 as shown below (Zillow, Inc).  
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Figure 10.  Increases in San Francisco Average Home Prices (Zillow, Inc) 
!  
According to Daniz Kahramaner, a data analyst at the real estate brokerage firm Compass, “the 
city will no longer have single bedroom condos worth less than $1 million and single-family 
homes could cost up to $5 million (Corbett).  
Additionally, Redfin, an online marketplace for home buyers and sellers, shows that San 
Francisco homes typically spend only twenty-one days on the market (Redfin). Nationally, the 
average home on the market spends sixty eight days on the market, or 323% more time than in 
San Francisco.  Shockingly as compared to the hot San Francisco market, these sixty eight days 
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represent a hot market nationally. In 2010, during the housing crisis, homes spent an average of 
140 days on the market, or 666% more time than today’s market in San Francisco.  
Figure 11. Redfin Housing Data Available in San Francisco (Redfin) 
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IV. Homelessness in San Francisco 
 In addition to rising housing prices, residents of San Francisco have been faced with a 
long history of homelessness. Some, like Nan Roman, President and Chief Executive Officer of 
the National Alliance to End Homelessness, have pointed to high housing prices as the root of 
the issue: “The real issue is there’s not enough affordable housing, [a]nd rents for modest 
apartments have increased much faster than low-income people’s incomes have gone up” (Glynn 
and Casey).  As we examined previously, the cost of shelter in San Francisco has skyrocketed, 
making it nearly impossible for low-income salaries to increase accordingly. As researched by 
Zillow, the rate of homelessness rises faster where rent exceeds a third of an individual’s income, 
and that greater-than-third rule definitely applies in San Francisco, where the median percentage 
expenditure of one’s income on shelter is 39% (Glynn and Casey).  
  
 As shown in Zillow’s research, Homelessness climbs faster when rent affordability 
reaches 22% and 32% thresholds, there are two key thresholds for accelerating rates of 
homelessness in a community. At 22% of income spent on rent, the rate of homelessness begins 
to climb. Between 22% and 32%, this rate remains relatively stable, increasing at a linear rate. 
After 32%, the rate of homelessness in a geographic location nearly triples, following the old 
adage real estate agents have long espoused. 
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Figure 12. Homelessness climbs faster when rent affordability reaches 22% and 32% thresholds 
(Glynn and Casey) 
According to a report published by the Bay Area Council, homelessness in the Bay Area 
has grown at an annualized average of 2% between 2011 and 2017, despite heavy economic 
growth. Additionally, San Francisco has the second largest ratio of homeless-to-non-homeless 
residents in the nation at 78:10,000. New York, the only city with a larger ratio, comes in at a 
ratio of 89:10,000. To make matters worse, the Bay Area as a whole “shelters a smaller 
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proportion of its homeless, 33%, than any other metropolitan area in the U.S. besides Los 
Angeles” (Glynn, Chris and Casey). New York City, on the other hand, shelters their homeless 
population at more than triple the rate, at 95%. This extreme lack of shelter in San Francisco 
coupled with the quantity of homeless people makes the area’s homeless population all the more 
visible to the average visitor or resident, which for the most part, makes the existence of people 
without homes feel like an unfortunate part of the city’s fabric (Glynn, Chris and Casey).  
Figure 13. High homelessness rates relative to population and high unsheltered rates magnify 
public visibility of homelessness (Glynn and Casey) 
!  
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Furthermore, the report points to the region’s inability to build homes at a rate appropriate for its 
job and population growth as a major contributing factor to this growing problem. Luckily, San 
Francisco’s population has increasingly noted homelessness as a problem. Since 2015, the 
number of people who have cited homelessness a the region’s top problem has tripled.   
 The homelessness crisis that San Francisco experiences has also been exacerbated by the 
population of people experiencing homelessness who have become drug addicts. This drug 
addiction has led to an increase in the number of chronically homeless, as well as increased the 
amount of violence in the city. Officially counting the number of homeless individuals who are 
experiencing addiction is extremely difficult, but in San Francisco, a recent one-night survey in 
2017 recorded that 41% of the 7,499 homeless counted reported drug or alcohol abuse. Street 
counselors in San Francisco estimate this number is actually much higher. The drugs of choice in 
San Francisco have been substances which are normally ingested by needle, including 
methamphetamine and opioids. As a result, the city has long had needles dangerously strewn 
about on the streets and in public areas, making parks unsafe for children. As reported by the San 
Francisco Chronicle, “The Departments of Public Health and Public Works send crews out daily 
to clean up needles from playgrounds, parks, alleys and sidewalks, but the sight of syringes and 
their tubes and orange caps has become as common as discarded food wrappers” (Fagan). As a 
result of this addiction crisis, the city has started programs to distribute clean needles, to the tune 
of 6 million clean needles per year. These clean needles prevent HIV and other infections from 
spreading among the population, but the practice has also increased the amount of needles that 
lain strewn about on San Francisco’s public spaces, making parks unsafe for children. The city’s 
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health advocates, however, say this is worth the trade-off because it keeps the homeless 
populations’ diseases under control, ultimately saving resources for the city.  
Figure 14. Discarded Needles Growth (Fagan) 
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Figure 16. Discarded needles among trash on San Francisco street (Bendix) 
Figure 17: Used needles in piles in San Francisco public spaces (Vainshtein) 
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Part III. Austin and Comparisons to San Francisco 
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I. Introduction to Austin 
Beautiful, sunny Austin. Years ago they (“they” being the older Austinites who lament the 
cranes polluting the city skyline) said it was a hippy town. They said it was a place to go, to 
enjoy life and youth, to smoke a little pot, and to lay out by the river they somehow got mixed up 
for a lake. They said it was a small town, a town that years ago was named the capitol of Texas. 
The university was not such a behemoth at the time, but it helped fill the sleepy town with 
curious students. They always comment it is less elite because even “they” got in.  
We began our brief, introductory history of San Francisco In 1848, but we will start our brief 
history of Austin just a bit before. In 1836, the Republic of Texas was born when Texas rebels 
declared independence from Mexico, which was later contested by the Mexicans in the battle of 
the Alamo and eventually secured in the Battle of San Jacinto, when the Texas rebels captured 
Santa Anna, the president of Mexico at the time (Texas History Timeline). By 1839, what was 
once called Waterloo and what we now call Austin was made the capitol of the Republic of Texas 
by Anglo settlers who moved to the area after the Spanish had set up temporary missions. By 
January 1840, Austin’s population was just shy of 1,000 people, and half a decade later, the 
Republic of Texas had become the State of Texas as annexed by the great United States of 
America. The Republic of Texas existed as its own independent, governing nation, bordered 
precariously by the much stronger, much more powerful nations, United States of America and 
Mexico, for less than a decade (McClear).  As shown below and as all Texas residents know, 
however, the pride of once being our own sovereign nation never faded. 
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Figure 18. ’m from Texas. What Country are you from? (Burnett) 
!  
  
Austin grew steadily from its declaration as the capitol of Texas, but it was not until the 
1880s that it started feeling somewhat like a city. The city attracted people for its location on the 
river and its thriving government activities.  Additionally, it became a center for education. In the 
latter half of 1881, the Austin City Public School System opened up its doors to its first students. 
The predecessor to the Huston-Tillotson College, the Tillotson Collegiate and Normal Institute, 
opened its doors as well.  Simultaneously, lawmakers laid the foundation for the University of 
Texas at Austin, but it was not until 1883 that the university we call home held its first classes. 
Allen !  36
 
Consequently, the city quickly became a Texas hub for education and government, and as if to 
cement its position with a physical symbol, at the tail end of the decade, the glorious state capitol 
was built, which magnificent building still stands today.  
Figure 19. Austin before growth ( Austin Public Library) 
!  
Austin’s innovative technology roots stem back to the 1950s. During this time, the city 
attracted research laboratories and think tanks, and in the decade following, both IBM and Texas 
Instruments made Austin its home (When and how did Austin get its start as a high-tech 
mecca?). The pool of talent and trained researchers produced by the University of Texas attracted 
these companies and others like it.  Shortly thereafter, a pivotal moment for Austin history 
occurred when in 1984, PC’s Limited was born. PC’s Limited, led by the 19 year old Michael 
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Dell,  got its feet in the University of Texas private dorm, Dobie. By the end of his freshman 
year, Michael Dell had left his studies to focus on his burgeoning business full time, and one 
short year later, Dell had created its first computer. Dell grew rapidly from its founding, and in 
1988, a four short years later, Dell went public, and as a result, created Dellionaires. From there, 
the growth did not stop. By 1999, Dell ranked first in PC sales in the U.S., first worldwide in PC 
sales for large and medium businesses and first in worldwide workstation shipments (https://
www.dell.com/learn/us/en/ph/winning-on-the-worldwide-web). Many cite the rise of Dell as the 
beginning of the rise of high technology in Austin. However, as we mentioned, the foundational 
work was laid by the university and the talent it attracted.  Later, Dell did play an instrumental 
role in attracting more talent, and the Dellionaires in turn became large parts in funding and 
leading the next generation of investment groups and startups. The technology boom was in full 
force. 
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Figure 20. John Thornton of Austin Ventures, once the largest venture capital firm in the 
Southwest (The People of Elsewhere) 
John Thornton, general partner at what was once the largest venture-capital firm in the 
Southwest, Austin Ventures, described the boom in numbers: 
In 1996, there was $60 million in venture capital employed in Austin technology 
companies. In 1999, there was $1.1 billion. Anybody who says they saw that kind of 
boom coming is either really, really smart -- and has now become rich from his 
prescience -- or is making it up, which is more likely. (Clark-Madison) 
John Thornton was right to call it a boom. In those 3 years from 1996 to 1999, the venture capital 
deployed increased by a percent change of 1,733%. However, already in 2000, The Austin 
Allen !  39
 
Chronicle was writing about the drawbacks of the technology boom. In 2000, former Save Our 
Spring Alliance chair Robin Rather spoke words of fear of potential damage, 
[T]he 'good' part of the boom is far, far outweighed by the potential for damage. I'm 
convinced that the boom could be far worse for Austin than the bust ever even thought 
about being. (Clark-Madison) 
Corporate Communications Director, Yvonne Donaldson, at Austin-based Tivoli Systems, which 
was acquired by IBM in 1996, feared business growth without sufficient growth in talent, saying 
in 2000: 
The shortage in high-tech talent is not going to go away. We're going to need to 
accommodate much more growth and many more people into our community. ... The 
growth in Austin is akin to how the industry has grown overall. (Clark-Madison) 
And echoing Donaldson, Austin Ventures’ Thornton pessimistically predicted that “[i]n the next 
five years, there is absolutely no way that Austin can attract enough people to supply the demand 
caused by the idea flow. There are more ideas than there ever will be actual companies, because 
people aren’t here. There won’t be a peace dividend. It’s never going to get easier” (Clark-
Madison). However, despite these fears, the boom has continued, and in the midst of a booming 
economy, we’ve seen rising housing prices, staggering gentrification, and increased 
homelessness. 
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II. The Steady Rise of Austin Housing Prices 
While Austin has continued to attract technology, investment, and human capital, albeit not at 
the rate that Donaldson would have hoped, the workforce’s salaries have struggled to keep up 
with the rising housing costs. For example, the gap between employees’ average annual salary 
and the median home price in Austin has widened, potentially setting up Austin for deep effects 
by a future recession.  
Figure 21. The Austin Metropolitan Area Trend in Median Home Price & Median Family Income 
(McGlinchy) 
!  
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For example, in the 1990s, there was less than a 2x difference between the median family income 
and the median home price. As depicted in The Austin Metropolitan Area: Trend in Median 
Home Price & Median Family Income, this gap slowly climbed to 2.5x by 2010 - 2011, at which 
point the annual median family income hovered around $73,800 and the median home price sat 
around $189,400.  In the past decade, however, this gap has accelerated, jumping up to 3.5x in 
less than a decade. The previous 100% increase in the gap spanned over more than twenty years, 
while this second increase only occurred over the course of less than ten. While this increase and 
multiple is shocking to some, it’s actually only a fraction of San Francisco’s multiple.  
Figure 22. Multiplier of Median Home Price to Median Family Income Major Texas Markets & 
Selected Tech Centers (McGlinchy) 
!  
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As seen in Multiplier of Median Home Price to Median Family Income: Major Texas Markets & 
Selected Tech Centers, Austin rivals the lowest multiples on the graph. Interestingly, the multiple 
is only slightly higher than Dallas Fort Worth’s and Houston’s, two more established cities and 
business centers. When comparing Austin’s multiplier to San Francisco’s multiplier, the 
difference is shocking. San Francisco sits at 8.2, a full 234% increase over Austin’s multiplier. 
Reiterating, this means that in order for the average person to purchase the median house in San 
Francisco, the person would have to pay 8.2x their income. This gap dwarfs that of Austin, 
making 3.5x seem like an easy jump. To conclude, the gap between Austin’s median income and 
housing prices may seem large, it is nothing compared to San Francisco’s gap (McGlinchy). 
 Digging deeper than just the gap, it is important we also examine the value of the houses 
itself.  According to the Zillow Home Value Index, Austin’s median home price as of April 28, 
2019 is $368,800. Since January 2016, this cost has increased by a factor of 1.4. Between 2010 
and 2012, Austin housing prices remained relatively flat, and then in the latter half of 2012 as the 
nation climbed out of economic recession, housing prices began climbing year over year. 
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Figure 23. Austin Housing Prices Rising (Zillow, Inc) 
!  
These increases have proven steep for Austin, as aforementioned and discussed in the widening 
gap between income and housing price. However, when we examine these values as compared to 
San Francisco housing prices, the differences are again staggering. While Austin has increased 
greatly compared to its own housing prices in 2012, its rate of change over time appears nearly at 
a slope of zero when charted on the same axes as the rate of change of housing prices in San 
Francisco.  
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Figure 24. Austin Housing Prices as Compared to San Francisco Housing Prices (Zillow, Inc) 
!  
As denoted in the above graph in the legend and by the orange and green dots, the median home 
price in Austin as of April 2019 is about $370,000, while San Francisco’s median housing price 
is $1,360,000, a 367.6% increase over Austin. Additionally, while Austin’s prices have increased, 
the rate by which they are increasing is more than 20% slower than that of San Francisco. In 
January of 2012, San Francisco’s median home price was $666,000, while Austin’s was 
$207,000.  For San Francisco, that means that since 2012, the housing prices have increased by a 
factor of just over 2. For Austin in the same time period, the housing prices have increased by a 
factor of 1.79.  
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III. Austin Homelessness 
  
 Like San Francisco and many large cities, Austin has faced an increasing homeless 
population, partially due to the increasing housing costs. As discussed previously when 
examining San Francisco’s housing costs, the percentage of rent burdened residents in a city can 
be a strong indicator and catalyst for an increasing homeless population.  In Austin city proper, 
37% of the population is rent burdened, or in other words, 37% of the Austin population spends 
more than 30% of their income on housing costs.  As we saw in the graph “Homelessness climbs 
faster when rent affordability reaches 22% and 32% thresholds,” communities in which the 
share of income spent on rent is more than 22% and 32% see their communities send more 
people into homelessness. Thus, with 37% of the Austin population experience rent burden, we 
can ascertain that there are definitely communities within Austin that are experiencing a faster-
rising rate of homelessness (Hasan). Fortunately, 37% in 2018 is down from 2017, which pinned 
Austin residents experiencing homelessness at 37.5%.  
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Figure 25. Homelessness climbs faster when rent affordability reaches 22% and 32% thresholds 
(Glynn and Casey) 
 
 Correlating to these findings, homelessness has increased in Austin as of January 2019. 
As reported by CBS Austin, during the annual count of the homeless population, 2,255 people 
were counted as homeless. Even more frightening, almost half of these people were counted as 
living outside, or in other words, not in a shelter. This number is up 5% from 2018, and it is the 
highest number of homeless people Austin has counted since 2011 (Cross).  In 2018, 
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homelessness was also reported to be up 5% from 2017 by KXAN (Goard). Unfortunately, the 
rate of increase seems to have continued at 5%.  
Figure 26. Persons Counted Experiencing Homelessness in Point-in-Time Counts (PIT) in Austin 
(Howard) 
 Mayor Steve Adler comments that “[Homelessness is] more visible now, I think, than a 
year ago” (Cross).  Despite Mayor Adler’s perception, a shared perception of homelessness 
becoming more visible, the percentage of unsheltered homeless, or the homeless population 
living outside of shelters, has stayed about the same, at 50%. Thus, the perception that the 
homeless population is more visible rests on the increase in quantity rather than the increase in 
proportion of unsheltered homeless. The sheltered versus unsheltered ratio is an important 
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statistic because it reflects how often the general population sees the homeless population, and 
therefore, how they perceive its pervasiveness in the city.  Austin’s rate of visibility sits in the 
middle of San Francisco and New York, both much larger cities. In San Francisco, the percentage 
of homeless who are sheltered by the available resources is staggering: only 37% of their 
homeless population is sheltered. Contrastingly, in New York, the only city with a higher amount 
of people experiencing homelessness than San Francisco, 95% of their homeless population is 
sheltered. As a result, the general New York population does not encounter the homeless 
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Figure 27. Homeless veteran in Austin (The City Of Austin, Texas, Is Meeting Its Goal To House 
All Homeless Veterans In 2016) 
 Outside of the ratio between the ratio of sheltered to unsheltered homeless, another 
extremely important metric to consider is the rate of chronic homelessness. The rate of chronic 
homelessness exposes the number of homeless people who have experienced homelessness 
consistently for more than one year as defined by the National Alliance to End Homelessness 
(Chronically Homeless). Chronic homelessness is usually characterized by a physical disability, a 
mental illness, or some other barrier that makes it very difficult for a person experiencing chronic 
homelessness to get back on their feet and afford shelter again. Often, when we think about 
homelessness, we think of the chronically homeless who may be the most visible and shocking to 
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our daily lives. In reality, most people who experience homelessness are on the streets for only a 
few days or weeks.  According to Front Steps, a nonprofit dedicated to eradicating homelessness 
in Austin, about “half of the people who enter the homeless shelter system will leave within one 
month never to return” (Homelessness Myths). These temporarily homeless people generally 
have fallen on hard times, but are eventually able to remove themselves, with the help of shelters 
and other resources, from the cycle of homelessness. Chronically homeless, however, have a 
much harder time doing that and end up living much of their lives on the street once they find 
themselves with no where to go but the street.  
 Despite increases in homelessness generally from 2017 onwards, the number of 
chronically homeless individuals in Austin actually decreased by twenty-eight percent in 2017, 
pointing to more solutions available for those most deeply affected by homelessness (Jechow).  
Nonetheless, still twenty-seven percent of Austin’s entire homeless population is chronically 
homeless, meaning there is still much work to be done to help these people find permanent 
housing and help. In comparison to San Francisco, Austin’s proportion of chronically homeless is 
only slightly lower, with San Francisco’s chronically homeless population being thirty-one 
percent of its entire homeless population. The national average of the proportion of chronically 
homeless to homeless is lower than both San Francisco and Austin at twenty-three percent 
(Fagan).  
 Drug abuse among those experiencing homelessness is not only a problem in San 
Francisco.  A 2017 point-in-time count performed by ECHO fund that of the 2,036 homeless 
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Austin residents counted that night, 345 had a substance, which could include drugs, alcohol, or 
a combination of the two, abuse disorder. In other words, those with abuse problems make up 
nearly 17% of the homeless population on Austin’s streets (Community Partners Tackling 
Critical Health Needs for Austin's Homeless Through Innovative Mobile Care Team).  Similar to 
San Francisco, the drug of choice is also opioids (Craver).  However, this much smaller 
proportion of people experiencing homelessness relying on drugs and alcohol should give Austin 
residents hope that we have a very good starting point from which to work down to a 0% rate of 
the homeless population abusing drugs or alcohol. 
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Part IV: Conclusions 
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 When I set out to write this thesis, I wanted to know if Austin was, in fact, “turning into 
another San Francisco.” After falling in love with the technology and startup ecosystems in 
Austin, and then living in San Francisco for three months, seeing the homeless population, and 
experiencing the sticker shock, I felt betrayed by my own enthusiasm for the tech world in fear it 
could create the same negative effects in my own city.  Spending time in San Francisco popped 
the balloon of the perfect image, and while it was ripe and round before my trip, it quickly 
popped within a few days of my stay there. Coming back to Austin after the three month stint in 
San Francisco, I examined my city on a daily basis.  My once loving eyes had become critical, 
challenging the way things moved in the city.  I wondered if I should blame myself and my 
fellow “techies” for the problems our city was having.  As I walked the downtown streets and 
campus avenues with a more critical eye, I wondered if our city leaders, both in the public sector 
and the private sector, were doing enough to keep Austin under control.   
  
 Through writing this thesis, I found that when Austinites say that their home is “turning 
into another San Francisco,” they are pointing fingers at an easy scapegoat, “the Californians 
moving here,” and they are, unsurprisingly, far oversimplifying the similarities between our two 
cities.  Many factors exist in San Francisco that will almost assuredly never exist in Austin, and 
these factors, which are inherent to the city, have exacerbated the problems that their city has.  In 
regard to housing costs, San Francisco’s housing costs have been amplified and accelerated by 
the limited quantity of housing available.  As a result of the city’s geography and position on a 
water locked peninsula, the quantity of available homes within the city’s bounds is much smaller 
than that available in Austin.  For example, on Zillow alone, there are more than 3,199 houses for 
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sale in Austin proper, while there are only 991 houses for sale in San Francisco proper (Zillow, 
Inc).  This difference shows a stark difference in the available supply of homes in the city.  
Additionally, San Francisco itself is 46.89 square miles, while Austin is 271.8 square miles.  This 
enormous delta in available land has given us Austin-ites far more area to welcome new residents 
into the city.  Furthermore, building upwards into the sky has been banned by San Francisco’s 
regulations on building height (thank you Mr. Duskin), making it nearly impossible to increase 
the density of housing in an already densely populated city.  Contrastingly, Austin’s only height 
restrictions require buildings to not obstruct the view of the Capitol building.  So, considering 
both of these differences, San Francisco has far fewer homes available to purchase than Austin 
has homes to purchase due to geographic and policy limitations.  As follows with even the 
simplest laws of economics, low supply and high demand, as generated from the booming 
economy largely fueled by technology companies and startup companies, translate into higher 
prices.  Austin, unlike San Francisco,  will benefit from more area on which to create housing 
and lack of restrictions on building height. As a result, although we will definitely experience 
increased housing prices, we will probably not see them accelerate at the same rate of San 
Francisco’s housing prices.  
 For the Austin residents reading this and sighing relief that home prices will not 
skyrocket to the levels that exist in San Francisco, I caution them to recognize that with a larger, 
more expansive network of homes, we will have our own, unique problems.  With resident 
density per square mile much lower than that in San Francisco, the city will likely be forced to 
invest in a much more expansive network of public transportation and more advanced roadway 
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systems to accommodate more commuters who will be coming from the outer skirts of Austin 
into the city center.  As many have experienced, Austin’s traffic is notoriously bad.  In fact, it is 
the 84th most congested city in the world and the 14th most congested city in the nation (Inrix).  
With a sprawled layout of homes, poor transportation infrastructure, and a booming economy, 
this traffic will only increase without active measures taken by the city, its businesses, and its 
residents. 
 Homelessness, on the other hand, is a problem from which both of these cities suffer. For 
both cities, research has pointed to increasing costs of housing without a corresponding increase 
in salaries in the middle class leads to an increased rates of residents transitioning into 
homelessness. Although the problem by quantity of homeless is much smaller in Austin as 
compared to San Francisco, ~2,000 people experiencing homelessness every night versus ~7,000 
people experiencing homelessness every night, both cities are fighting this problem. Austin 
should heed San Francisco’s warning that without proper shelter and care for the homeless 
population, the population can skyrocket and become unmanageable. Furthermore, Austin should 
note that our smaller proportion of homeless experiencing drug addiction helps our homeless 
population stay healthier and therefore, more recoverable, than that of San Francisco’s. In 
summary, we have a chance to reverse the growth of homelessness through affordable housing 
and substance abuse care, and we should take that chance before the population’s growth spirals 
out of control.  
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 In conclusion, Austin and San Francisco, as two major, growing technology hubs, may 
face some similar challenges, but the way these challenges manifest themselves in the cities will 
be very different. Each city has its own unique infrastructures and populations, making any 
accusations that one will turn into the other hard to swallow when considering the nuances.  
Overall, I encourage the reader to use the information I have found here to learn how our cities 
can devolve when proper measures are not taken to prevent populations from becoming 
displaced. I hope that we can heed warnings from cities that although we may not have the same 
problems, we will definitely have problems if the proper foundations are not laid.  
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